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      Some people called Baldwin’s Shore the end of the world.

      Until I turned eighteen, I’d just called it home, but now at the age of twenty-six, having made my escape and ended up right back where I started, I had to agree with that sentiment.

      Another twig cracked, and this time, I knew I hadn’t imagined it. There was something behind me. Or someone. My fingers tightened around Vega’s leash, and I began to walk faster. Did I have a phone signal? Not even one bar. Dammit.

      The forest that surrounded the town changed with the seasons. In winter, when the sun shone through skeletal branches and frost glistened on textured bark, when the twigs crunched underfoot on an otherwise silent trail, the place was magical. In spring, when the trees burst into life and in fall, when leaves drifted in riots of colour, I jogged or hiked every chance I got so I didn’t miss nature’s magic. And in summer, the dappled shade provided a welcome respite from the heat.

      Today? Today, on this gloomy Monday in early April, it felt like hunting season, and I was the prey.

      I never used to get jumpy like this. A year ago, I’d have written off the rustles as a deer in the bushes, or maybe a squirrel, but today? Today, my mind cycled through wolf, cougar, and bear, then settled on man. The worst predator of all. Think I was overreacting? Perhaps…perhaps I was.

      After all, I wasn’t totally sure I’d been assaulted in my own bed just over a year ago. Not a hundred percent, but definitely ninety-five. I couldn’t remember a thing between feeling hot and a little headachy and waking up naked at eight o’clock the next morning with an ache between my legs and bruises on my arms that hadn’t been there the day before. The smell of stale sex still hung in the air, but I had no idea who I might have brought home with me. And I might even have wondered if I’d dreamed the whole thing, if not for the note. One line on a piece of paper torn from the pad I kept on my bedside table.

      
        
        YOU WERE EVERYTHING I IMAGINED.

      

      

      There was no signature, only a heart with an arrow through the middle. Cupid. I’d read the words. Read them again because my brain had barely taken them in the first time. Read them a third time, and then staggered to the bathroom and vomited everything left in my stomach.

      My recollections of that morning were fuzzy, but I remembered sitting by the toilet with my arms wrapped around my legs, rocking back and forth as I tried to work out what had happened the night before. Had I met a guy? Every time I reached for a memory, it skittered out of range. What had I done? I’d been drinking, but not that much. At least, I didn’t think so.

      Turn over, Brooke.

      It came as a whisper, but where from? Was it a memory or just my mind trying to fill in the blanks? I struggled to my feet, nearly fell because of the pins and needles in my legs, and stumbled into the bedroom. The sun had risen higher in the sky, light streaming in through the window and illuminating the marks on my pillow. Two ovals of spidery black streaks and a pair of smudged red lips, all surrounded by a pale peach halo. At some point the previous night, I’d had my face smushed into the cream cotton, hard enough to rub off my make-up. I wouldn’t have slept like that. Would I? The sheets were clean, but that musky scent… It still lingered.

      A chill ran through me, partly because I hadn’t turned the heating on but mostly because…because I thought I might have been raped, but I had no way of proving it. I didn’t need a degree in criminal justice to work that one out. All I had in the form of evidence was a few unexplained marks, a note that could have been sweet or creepy depending on the interpretation, and a feeling.

      And now, one year and sixteen days later, I had a dog I’d adopted in the hope that he might help me to feel safe again, a “Happy Anniversary” card from my bogeyman, something behind me in the trees, and a heart threatening to hammer its way through my ribcage.

      I ran.

      Vega didn’t really understand what was going on, but he lolloped along beside me anyway. The shelter had guessed he was a year old, but he still had big puppy paws he’d never quite grown into and a tongue that hung out of one side of his mouth whenever he got hot. I’d picked him out because he looked scary, but having gotten to know him over the past two weeks, I worried he might just drool on a would-be attacker instead of defending me.

      Was that a branch snapping back?

      Maybe, but I didn’t want to wait around to find out. I darted sideways into the trees, pulling Vega with me because if I took a shortcut through the undergrowth, I’d reach the lower trail faster, and from there it was only three hundred yards to the trailhead.

      We so, so nearly made it. The other trail was in sight when Vega stopped, yanking the leash out of my hand. When he tried to run again, all he managed was a yelp and a hop, and then I saw the rabbit hole his leg must have gone down and realised he was hurt. Badly hurt. He wouldn’t even put his back foot on the ground. Fear prickled at my spine like cryogenic cockroaches with icy little legs. I couldn’t stop, I couldn’t, but leaving Vega wasn’t an option either. I might have adopted him less than a month ago, but the big goof had already wormed his way into my heart.

      “Shh, shh.”

      I paused to listen, but all I could hear was my own thumping heart. Was there anyone else around to hear me scream if…if…? I didn’t even want to think about it. A muscle twanged in my back as I hefted Vega into my arms, and for a moment I thought my knees would buckle. Fear had made them weak, and Vega had to weigh half as much as I did.

      Adrenaline helped me to stagger to the start of the trail, and I almost wept with relief when I spotted a couple on mountain bikes headed toward me. Tourists? I didn’t recognise either of them, and Baldwin’s Shore was…well, I couldn’t call it a two-horse town because Bobbie Jo who bred Quarter Horses at the Little Creek Ranch would take offence, but when the new resort by the ocean was full, the population practically doubled. Before the paper mill closed fifteen years ago, the town had been much bigger, but without jobs, people had moved away.

      “Hey, are you okay?” the woman asked.

      She was around my age, but she looked much perkier than I felt. Life had worn me down over the past few years. The assault had just been one more kick in the teeth, albeit a particularly vicious one. I lowered Vega to the ground, and he stood on three legs.

      “My dog’s injured, and I think there might be something out there in the forest.”

      “Something?” The woman glanced toward her boyfriend. Or fiancé, judging by the huge diamond ring that glinted in the sunlight. “Like a mountain lion? Or Sasquatch?”

      “I didn’t actually see it.”

      The guy rolled his eyes. “Probably a deer.”

      “I don’t want to go that way if there’s a mountain lion.”

      “Cougars don’t usually approach people,” I told her. “They mostly keep out of the way.”

      “There you go, Kelly. You’re out of excuses. She’d rather stay at home and use her Peloton,” the guy explained. “I have to drag her into the great outdoors kicking and screaming.” He put his hands on his hips and drew in a deep breath. “Smell that fresh air.”

      “What happened to your dog?”

      “He wrenched his leg in a rabbit hole.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “I don’t suppose you have a car nearby?”

      “I wish. We’ve ridden, like, fifty miles already.”

      “Five miles, Kelly. We’ve ridden five miles. Can we call someone for you?”

      I checked my own phone. Two bars of signal, thank goodness. “I can call my brother. He lives in town, but would you mind waiting with me until he arrives?”

      “Sure, sure, we can wait.” Kelly crouched to pet Vega, and even injured, he immediately backed away and hid behind my legs. So much for his guarding instincts. “Your dog is so cute. He should totally have his own Instagram page. He’s not badly hurt, is he?”

      “I hope not. I’m planning to take him straight to the veterinarian.”

      Even though my brother’s office was at the other end of town, it wouldn’t take him more than fifteen minutes to drive to the trailhead. Aaron still tended to act annoyingly overprotective, but today, I had to be grateful for that.

      “Aaron?”

      “Brooke? What’s up?”

      “Vega had an accident near the start of Eagle’s Nest Trail.”

      “You had an accident? What happened? Are you hurt?”

      “No, Vega had the accident.”

      “Sorry, the line’s bad. Is he hurt?”

      “He’s limping, and he needs to go to the veterinarian. Can you pick us up?”

      Aaron cursed under his breath. “I’m over in Coquille. Lonnie Jackson got himself arrested again.”

      “Again? Isn’t that twice this month?”

      And as if Lonnie’s habit of taking his clothes off in public wasn’t bad enough, Coquille was three-quarters of an hour away. More with my brother driving—he’d always preferred the brakes to the gas pedal.

      Maybe my boss would pick me up? I hated to ask Darla for a favour because she’d done so much for me already, but Paulo wouldn’t mind watching the store for half an hour. Darla was more of a cat person, but Vega would charm her the way he charmed everyone. Perhaps I should take Kelly’s advice and set up an Instagram page? My friend Adeline always told me I should make more of an effort to be sociable.

      I could have discussed the matter with Darla, who knew far more about social media than I did, but unfortunately, my brother had another plan.

      “Yeah, Lonnie’s been picked up twice, and this time he managed to wave his frank ’n’ beans at Judge Hamble’s wife, so making bail’s gonna be a challenge. But don’t worry; I’ll send Luca.”

      “Luca?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten him? He practically lived at our house when we were kids.”

      The cryo-cockroaches spontaneously combusted and sent a flash of heat through me. Luca Mendez? My brother was talking about Luca Mendez? His sexy, brooding best friend Luca Mendez? Of course I hadn’t forgotten him. I’d never forget him.

      “B-b-but I thought Luca was in Ethiopia.”

      “Eritrea, and there was a problem, so he had to come back in a hurry.”

      “What kind of a problem? Is he okay?”

      Luca had been in the army, but he’d switched to private security work around the same time as I moved back to Baldwin’s Shore. I’d rather he quit the military life altogether—the news was full of horror stories every night—but Aaron said private work was safer and I sure hoped he was right about that.

      “Yeah, he’s fine—just the usual government bureaucracy. He can borrow Deck’s truck and pick you up.”

      Decker was the carpenter helping to remodel my brother’s half-finished house. Actually, half-finished was being generous, and it wasn’t even a house. It was a former indoor car dealership he’d acquired after it had sat empty for a decade, and it still looked decidedly industrial. But eventually, it would become his home, and my home too. He’d offered me the second floor, plus he was going to convert the biggest of the two outbuildings into an office for the law firm he wanted to run someday. At the moment, Aaron lived in a single-wide trailer in the backyard-slash-parking lot and worked with Asa Phillips from an office off Main Street. Asa was getting on in years, and they planned for Aaron to take over the firm when he had more experience. And I rented a garage apartment from Adeline’s parents. Her grandma used to live there before she moved into a retirement home, and on a warm day, it still smelled of mothballs.

      “Couldn’t Deck come? Or Brady?” Brady was the electrician, a friend of Adeline’s who’d agreed to take on the mammoth task of rewiring the cavernous interior of the building formerly known as Deals on Wheels.

      “No, because I pay Deck and Brady by the hour, and Luca’s helping out in exchange for room and board.”

      “Room and board? What do you mean, room and board? Where?”

      “One of the bedrooms at Deals on Wheels is almost finished, and he said he’s slept in worse places. Hell, he’s probably sleeping now. He looked like shit when he arrived this morning.”

      Luca was living in my future home? This got worse and worse.

      “Maybe I should try calling Colt?”

      Colton Haines—another of my brother’s friends—was also a sheriff’s deputy. It was literally his job to rescue people. And now I was kicking myself for not calling him in the first place.

      “Colt’s here at the courthouse. He had to drive Lonnie over for his bail hearing.”

      “Why don’t I just call a cab?”

      “Brooke, why don’t you want Luca to pick you up?”

      Because eight years ago, I blurted out my feelings for him and he rejected me. The pity. I’d never forget the pity on his face when he turned me down. As if he felt sorry for my stupidity.

      “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t I want him to pick me up? I’d hate for him to go to any trouble, that’s all. I mean, if he’s just flown back from Eritrea, won’t he be tired?”

      “Tired?” Aaron snorted. “Luca’s a machine. Wait in the parking lot, and he’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
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      “Buddy, I need a favour.”

      One advantage of spending seven years in the US Army, most of them as a Ranger, was that I could go from fast asleep to wide awake in half a second. Who needed more than an hour’s shut-eye anyway?

      “Sure. Did you run out of beer again?”

      Whatever Aaron wanted, I’d do it. He’d saved my ass more times than I wanted to count, including the night before last when I’d found myself on a plane out of Asmara with thirty minutes’ notice.

      “Run out of beer? Are you kidding? No, Brooke’s dog hurt its leg. Can you borrow Deck’s truck and drive them to the veterinarian?”

      “Brooke?”

      “My sister? The brat who borrowed your Seahawks hoodie to use as a superhero cape and fell off the roof? Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten her?”

      If only. I’d sure as hell tried. For years, I’d tried, and it was the only thing I’d failed at since I left Baldwin’s Shore. Brooke Bartlett was the forbidden fruit I’d dreamed about every damn night, the girl whose photo I’d secretly carried with me from Afghanistan to Algeria and everywhere in between. My lucky charm. If Aaron ever found out, he’d kill me. No matter how much training I might have had, I’d be a dead man.

      “Sure, I remember her. She lives in Coos Bay, right?” Which would give me thirty minutes to get my game face on. “She has a dog now?”

      “Yeah, she adopted the mutt from the shelter two weeks ago. And she’s in Baldwin’s Shore.”

      “Visiting?”

      “No, she moved back. Decided the city wasn’t for her and rented the Crowes’ garage apartment.”

      Ah, fuck. Why the hell hadn’t Aaron told me that? Actually, I could answer my own question: because every time he mentioned his baby sister, I changed the subject.

      “I thought Brooke had a car?”

      “She does, but she went out hiking on the Eagle’s Nest Trail.”

      Brooke was on the trail? Alone? There were cougars up there. And bears, and rattlesnakes. I had one leg in my pants before I finished the thought.

      “How far did she get?”

      And where was my gun?

      “She’s waiting at the trailhead. Do you remember where the veterinarian’s office is?”

      “Behind the feed store?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      I threw on a T-shirt, tossed a handful of mints into my mouth, and debated shaving. Nah, didn’t have time. And besides, women found the stubble sexy, or so they said. One night in a bar, an army buddy had asked a group of Rangerettes to rate my attributes, and the stubble had come in third, right behind my muscles and my smile. For some reason, chicks dug the dimples. Which kind of made up for being nicknamed “crater face” in junior high, but⁠—

      Hold that thought right there.

      I didn’t need to look sexy around Brooke. There was only one thing worse than wanting my best friend’s little sister and not being able to have her, and that was knowing she wanted me too. And once upon a time, she had wanted me. Two weeks before I left for boot camp, she’d broken down in my room and told me she didn’t want to lose me. That she liked me. That she’d wait for me. And I’d done the honourable thing and lied. I’d lied and told her I didn’t feel the same, and then I’d sent her away.

      Fuck.

      Okay, no smile, no muscles, no stubble.

      I spotted a plaid shirt someone had left on a workbench, pulled it on over my T-shirt, and grabbed a razor from my washbag. I could shave at the stop lights. When I got to the trailhead, I’d act like an asshole and everything would be fine. In a week, maybe two, I’d get offered another security contract and ship out to some godforsaken sandpit, and everything would be fine.

      Everything would be fine.

      I made it to the trailhead in thirteen minutes and screwed up almost immediately. Brooke was exactly where Aaron said she’d be, and she looked fucking radiant. Stunning. She’d turned from a pretty teenager into a beautiful woman, curvier than I remembered but with the same sparkling eyes. Her thick chocolate-brown hair was braided into a pair of pigtails just made for tugging on, still long, and my mind went from zero to filthy in nought point five seconds. So much for not smiling. I grinned like an idiot before I caught myself.

      Had she noticed? Probably not—it was a sunny day, and the glare on the windshield covered my mistake.

      The dog lying in the dirt beside Brooke had the head of a German shepherd and the stocky body of a pit bull. He might have been intimidating if it hadn’t been for the tongue lolling out of his mouth and the fact that the tip of his tail started wagging as soon as I got out of the truck. A couple I hadn’t seen before was standing with them. Friends? The man was staring at Brooke’s tits, and as I got closer, I could hear the blonde woman chattering about a Japanese tea garden and Turtle Rock. Probably tourists. I had no idea where the Japanese garden was, but Turtle Rock was the town’s biggest claim to fame, although that wasn’t much to brag about. It was a rock. Shaped like a turtle. Rumour said a ghostly siren had made it her home, but that was just bullshit, probably invented by some hotel owner in the dim and distant past. Tourists wanted their photos taken in front of it, and idiots swam out to sea to try and climb it. Lucky there was a coastguard station nearby.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Luca?”

      She seriously had to ask that question?

      “We’ll have to put the dog in the back seat.”

      “I-I don’t think I can lift him. I hurt my back carrying him the first time.”

      “You should have waited.”

      Brooke’s mouth set into a thin little line. “I didn’t want to stay in the forest.”

      The blonde’s head was swinging back and forth as she followed the conversation, and judging by her scowl, she didn’t think much of me either.

      “Uh, do you want us to come with you?” she asked Brooke.

      Translation: that guy seems like an asshole.

      “No, I’ll be fine. He’s friends with my brother.”

      “Okaaaaay. If you’re sure.”

      “I really am, and thanks so much for helping me.”

      “Maybe we’ll see you at the craft store?”

      “I’d love that. And I promise you won’t regret a visit to the tea garden. It’s lovely all year round.”

      Time to get going. “Will the dog bite me if I pick it up?”

      “Vega. His name is Vega. And I don’t think he’ll bite, but I only just adopted him and sometimes he gets scared.”

      I knelt down and petted the mutt, and he licked my hand. I’d never had a dog of my own, or any other sort of pet, mainly because my father would have beaten it the way he beat me. But when I was stationed in Afghanistan, a pack of stray dogs hung around at the base and I used to buy food for them. We’d gotten along okay.

      “Hey, boy, you wanna go visit the veterinarian?”

      When he didn’t seem averse to the idea, I wrapped my arms around his belly and heaved him into the cab. He must’ve weighed sixty pounds at least. No wonder Brooke had struggled—how far had she carried him?

      “Should we tie him to the seat belt or something?”

      “He has a harness for the car, but I didn’t bring it today, only his leash.”

      “Well, unless you want to jog home and pick it up…”

      “I don’t think he’ll move. As long as you drive carefully, that is.”

      “Have I ever not driven carefully?”

      “Well, there was that time when you parked your dad’s truck in the ditch…”

      It had been icy that morning, and Dad had beaten me black and blue over the dented fender. Brooke didn’t know that, of course. I’d kept the bruises hidden the same way as I always did because I didn’t want her to realise just how bad things had gotten at home. And in some ways, the accident had been a blessing. At sixteen, I’d stood over six feet tall, but I’d always been kind of skinny. Then Aaron got a weight bench, only a cheap thing he’d bought second-hand from an internet auction, but we used to pump iron every weekend in Nonna’s garage and we thought we were the shit. By the time I turned seventeen, I’d begun to fill out. I started watching old boxing videos on YouTube, Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier, “Sugar” Ray Leonard and Thomas Hearns, and when I couldn’t sleep, I’d shadow-box in front of the spotted old mirror in my bedroom. Night after night after night. It gave my anger an outlet.

      So when my father finished with his fists and took off his belt, I decided enough was enough, and I broke his fucking nose. He came at me with a whisky bottle, and I broke that too.

      It was the last day he’d ever laid a hand on me.

      Why didn’t I simply leave, you ask? Why didn’t I join the army at seventeen? Fair question—I mean, my dad would’ve given his consent just to get rid of me. But I had a sister Brooke’s age. Romi was smart and beautiful but vulnerable too, and I didn’t trust our father not to hurt her. To break her. When he drank, he just…lashed out. So, I stuck around for another three years until she could graduate and get the hell out of town too. We’d spent a lot of time with the Bartletts in those days. Hell, Mrs. Bartlett had insisted I call her “Nonna” the same as Brooke and Aaron did. In the eight years before today, I’d returned to Baldwin’s Shore twice, once to attend Hannah Haines’s funeral and most recently to attend Nonna’s. On that cold, clear January afternoon, I’d stood there silent and full of regrets as the casket was lowered into the ground in the little cemetery by the ocean. I should have visited more often. I should have done more than send money. I should have said a proper goodbye. That Brooke and Aaron’s grandma had passed away while my father was still—presumably—breathing showed how little justice there was in the world.

      “Yeah, well, I learned my lesson. I’m not gonna crash, okay?”

      Brooke climbed into the passenger seat, and I dragged my gaze away from her legs. Shit, coming here had been a bad, bad idea. I should’ve taken a vacation instead, sat on a beach somewhere with hot women and ice-cold beer. Instead, I was stuck in a truck with a farting dog and a woman I could never have. She folded her arms when I started the engine, leaving me under no illusion as to where I stood in her affections. She thought I was a jerk.

      I should have been relieved.

      Why, then, did I feel so damn hollow inside?
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      What was Luca Mendez doing in Baldwin’s Shore?

      Why had he come back?

      Was his father sick? One could hope.

      And why did Luca have to look so horribly good?

      The last time I’d seen him, he’d been standing solemnly at Nonna’s funeral in his dress uniform, although he’d looked kind of blurry through my tears. The asshole. First, he’d treated me like a virtual stranger that day—he’d hugged my brother, then shaken my freaking hand—and afterward, he’d left town without saying goodbye. I understood that he’d felt awkward after I offered myself to him on a plate—okay, his bed—but I’d been a month past my eighteenth birthday and stupid. Couldn’t he cut me a little slack?

      “Vega’s torn his cruciate ligament, Ms. Bartlett,” the veterinarian said, dragging me back to the present. Vega tried to slurp at his face, and he ducked out of the way with practised ease. The dog seemed to lick people as a defence mechanism, I’d noticed. Almost an apology. Please don’t hurt me. “See the way his tibia slides forward when I move his leg? It’s not meant to do that.”

      “Please call me Brooke,” I said out of habit.

      “And I’m Isaac.”

      Isaac Ward had bought the veterinary practice after Dr. Stockton retired to Florida to be near his daughter. I’d never visited before, but Darla had brought her cat for shots a few months ago, and when she got back to the store, she’d giggled and said he was a definite improvement. And now I knew why. His bedside manner, obviously—nothing to do with his tousled brown hair or the way those blue eyes twinkled when he looked up at me.

      Isaac’s charms didn’t have the same effect on Luca, though. He leaned against the wall by the door wearing the faintest scowl, which I ignored. It wasn’t as if I’d asked him to come inside, anyway. He could have waited in the car.

      Or gone back to Deals on Wheels.

      Or flown to a whole other country.

      Isaac cleared his throat. Ah, right, Vega’s leg.

      “Will it be okay? I mean, will it heal?”

      “In a smaller dog, an injury like this can improve with rest, but for an animal of Vega’s size, surgery’s the best option.”

      “S-s-surgery?”

      When I adopted Vega from the shelter, I’d been looking for a guard dog, but I also wanted to give him a happier life. He’d looked so sad sitting at the back of his kennel, head hanging down, and the volunteer who showed me around the dogs said most people walked right on past because he never came over to greet visitors. But I saw him. And I saw that he’d lost his spirit the way I’d lost mine.

      So far, he’d kept to himself at home, or as “to himself” as he could keep in a one-bedroom apartment. In the evenings, he curled up in his bed in the corner of the living room, but he liked his dinner and he happily trotted along beside me on walks. Last night, he’d crept along on his belly as I watched TV, getting closer and closer to the couch. He’d stopped halfway, but it was definite progress.

      And now he was hurt. Because I couldn’t keep my fear under control, he was hurt, and I’d only had him for two weeks. Well done, Brooke. You score a D-minus as a pet owner.

      “It’s a fairly straightforward operation, and there’s an excellent orthopaedic surgeon in Coos Bay. If Vega doesn’t have the surgery, his limp might improve slightly, but without stabilisation, the bones will rub together, and that’s going to lead to arthritis later in life.”

      “How soon can we get an appointment?”

      “I’ll send over a referral right away.”

      “Do you know how much it might cost?”

      “With today’s appointment, the surgery, medication, and follow-ups, I’d estimate around fifteen hundred dollars.”

      I swallowed hard, but what choice did I have? Vega deserved the best treatment. I had money set aside to buy bathroom fittings for my new apartment at Deals on Wheels, but who needed faucets anyway? The Crowes’ garage apartment came with the basics, and I could stay there for as long as I wanted. Renting for a few more months wouldn’t kill me. Adeline’s grandma had been good friends with Nonna, and the Crowes charged me way less than they should have.

      “Right. Okay.”

      Isaac must have felt sorry for me. There was no mistaking his look of sympathy. Had he heard about my sudden move back to Baldwin’s Shore? Or the fact that I was always first in line at yard sales? That was the problem in a small town—gossip travelled faster than a hat in a hurricane.

      “The surgeon might be willing to work out a payment plan. Do you want me to call the practice and see what they can do?”

      “Thank you,” I said around the lump in my throat. “I’d be grateful.”

      Vega expressed his thanks by farting—again—and Isaac wrinkled his nose.

      “Maybe I’ll just open a window first.”

      That’s what I did at home, but only the bathroom window and the small one above the kitchen sink because an intruder couldn’t fit through those. The rest of the time, I lived with the smell. And got angry. Angry that a man’s selfish actions had left me jumping at my own shadow. Angry that he’d come back to torment me. Wasn’t scaring me out of Coos Bay enough for him?

      Speaking of Coos Bay, the specialist veterinarian had one appointment left that afternoon, and if I skipped lunch, I could make it in time. I owed that much to Vega.
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      “I’d better check that Deck doesn’t need his truck this afternoon.”

      What was Luca talking about? “Why does that matter?”

      “Because it’ll take us a half hour to get to Coos Bay and a half hour to get back.”

      “I’m sorry—us?”

      “You were planning to drive yourself? How are you gonna lift Vega out of your car at the other end?”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “You already hurt your back, Brooke.”

      I’d rather take Tylenol than spend another minute in the truck with Luca Mendez. It would be less painful, both to my heart and to my head. I already had red-hot needles stabbing behind my eyeballs. And could he stop scowling, just for a minute? Yes, I understood that he’d rather be somewhere else, a fact that made his offer to come to Coos Bay all the more mystifying.

      “So? I might as well get used to carrying him—I live in a walk-up apartment.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose the way he always used to when he got stressed. “Fuck.”

      “Luca, what are you doing here?”

      “Driving you and your dog to the veterinarian,” he said, using his “isn’t it obvious?” voice.

      “No, I mean why did you come back to Baldwin’s Shore? Why now?”

      “It’s my home.”

      “But you always hated the place. You couldn’t wait to leave.”

      “No, I hated living with my father. There’s a difference.”

      “I thought that maybe you’d come back to see him. He broke his arm falling out of the Cave not so long ago, and…”

      Now Luca turned to look at me, and that gaze had only grown more intense over the years. I was close enough to see the gold that flecked his rich brown irises, to wonder whether the network of fine lines around his eyes had been born out of laughter or out of stress. I knew from my brother that he’d transferred into special forces soon after he joined the army, and every time I heard a news story about soldiers being injured or killed in a high-tech operation, or a daring raid, or a rescue mission, I’d prayed Luca’s name wouldn’t be mentioned. But I’d never thought about the toll the job would take on him. Probably because I’d tried to avoid thinking about him at all.

      “I didn’t even know for sure that my father was still alive, and I don’t give a shit that he broke his arm. I always figured he’d drink his way into an early grave.” Luca sighed. “Why did I come back? Habit, I guess. I always used to crash with Aaron in New York when I came to the US on leave. But don’t worry; I’ll be leaving soon.”

      “Worried? Why would I be worried?”

      “I’m not a fuckin’ idiot, Brooke. I feel the daggers you shoot at me every time my back’s turned.”

      Had I been doing that?

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

      They were more like…craft knives. And the blades retracted and bounced right off him anyway. Luca was one big wall of muscle.

      Luca’s shrug said that he either didn’t care about my thoughts or didn’t believe my words. “While I’m here, I promised I’d help your brother out, and that means carrying your dog into the veterinarian’s office. He’d be pissed if I let you hurt yourself. And one of us will carry him into your apartment too. He said you were staying at the Crowes’ place?”

      I might be able to convince Luca to leave me the hell alone, but when it came to Aaron, I had no hope. Ever since our parents died in a car crash, he’d played the protective older brother. The overprotective older brother. Even when he was living in New York, he’d called or texted every day and come home to visit whenever he could. He’d drop everything if I was in trouble. During his first year at college, I’d slipped and fallen during a freak snowfall and fractured my wrist, and he’d flown back to Oregon the very next day to help me out. And then struggled with his first set of exams because of all the lectures he’d missed.

      Which was why I hadn’t told him about what happened in my apartment that night last year. He’d been preparing to sit his finals at law school, and if my stupidity in letting my guard down on a night out had led to him failing, I’d never have forgiven myself. And by the time the exams were over and he’d passed, it was too late for me to spill my secret. He’d only have been hurt that I’d kept it from him in the first place, and I’d never dreamed that it would come back to haunt me a year later.

      “Yes, I’m staying at the Crowes’ place.” My turn to sigh. “Thanks for helping.”
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      What was I doing here? A good question. I could have driven Brooke back to her apartment, moved Vega from Deck’s truck to her car, and crawled back to bed. The veterinarian in Coos Bay would’ve helped to get the dog out when Brooke arrived. He probably had staff for that. But I’d seen the way the new veterinarian in Baldwin’s Shore had looked at her, and I didn’t like it. So no, I didn’t want to take a chance that his colleague in Coos Bay might feel the same way, and yes, I was an asshole.

      What had happened to Dr. Stockton, anyway? He’d taken care of the animals in Baldwin’s Shore for as long as I could remember. Had he retired? Or died? I’d have to ask Aaron because Brooke was giving me the cold shoulder again.

      My own fault, but I still hated it.

      Not for the first time, I wished we could turn back the clock. Wished I’d travelled to Fort Benning two weeks earlier. I’d considered it. My sister had already left to backpack around Europe, my father was being more of a prick than usual, and a cheap motel in Georgia had never been so appealing. But I’d stayed. Because of her.

      I’d bunked at the Bartletts’ home, spent too much time with Brooke, gotten too close, and ended up hurting her. Now I had to live with the consequences.

      “Want to pick up food on the way?” I asked.

      “Do we have time?”

      “If you’re hungry, we have time. Is the Steak and Shake still open?”

      “Viola May’s gonna run that place till the day she dies.”

      “At least someone’s stuck around. What happened to Beer Me Up?”

      That place had been a Baldwin’s Shore institution. Skip, the owner-slash-barman, had rolled into town when I was seven years old, along with his conspiracy theories and a crow named Barbara that sat on his shoulder like a pirate’s parrot and squawked at anyone who came near. When she died, he’d had her stuffed, and she took up residence in a glass cabinet behind the bar, glaring out from her spot between a leprechaun perched on a rainbow and a chunk of metal Skip swore came from a spaceship. But when I’d driven past on the way to rescue Brooke, the bar’s name had been changed to Applejack’s. Applejack’s. Sounded like a place that served fancy cocktails and designer peanuts.

      “Well, Skip got busted for serving alcohol to a minor…”

      “Busted by who?”

      “Uh, Colt.”

      “Colt busted Skip? But Colt started drinking Pilsner at Beer Me Up the day he turned sixteen.”

      Which, by Skip’s twisted logic, was just fine because sixteen was the legal drinking age in Germany. When drinking German beer, do as the Germans do—that was his philosophy.

      “A couple staying over at the new resort kicked up a fuss. Their son got so drunk he couldn’t even walk, and the boy was only fifteen. Tall for his age, but Skip didn’t ask for ID.”

      “So maybe the parents should have kept a closer eye on the kid?”

      “That’s what Sheriff Newman said, but they kept complaining and complaining, so he figured the easiest thing to do would be to have Colt pick up Skip on a misdemeanour and then dismiss it once the idiots had gone back to LA.”

      “LA? Figures. But that still doesn’t explain how Beer Me Up became Applejack’s.”

      “Because when Colt fingerprinted Skip, he realised that he wasn’t Skip at all. He was a fugitive who’d been on the run for two decades.”

      “A fugitive? What’d he do, rob a liquor store?”

      “No, an armoured car.”

      What the fuck? Skip had acted like everyone’s crazy uncle. Sure, he kept a baseball bat behind the bar, but robbery? Shit, my mom had worked for him as a barmaid, and she used to take me there to pet the crow.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yup. He worked for the armoured car company, and when his partner stopped for an emergency bathroom break, he hit him over the head and drove off with the truck and four million dollars’ worth of gold.”

      “What happened to the loot? He sure didn’t spend it on the bar.”

      “Nobody knows. He wouldn’t say. And after he went to prison, a girl from Seattle bought the joint and turned it into Applejack’s. It’s nice. Classier, and a hundred times better than the Cave.”

      I wasn’t sure Applejack’s was my kinda place, but you know what was nice? That Brooke was talking to me in whole sentences. And she was right about the Cave—or the Cavan Arms, as it was more formally known—which was the other bar in Baldwin’s Shore. The place had been run by the O’Donnells for three generations. Sean O’Donnell, the youngest of the clan, was my age, and he was the jerk who’d come up with “crater face.” So that meant if I wanted to go out for a drink, I was stuck with Applejack’s whether I liked it or not.

      The Steak and Shake came into view on the left, and apart from the picnic tables that had appeared on a square of patchy grass at the edge of the parking lot, the place looked exactly as I remembered—a low brick building with a blinking neon sign on a pole outside. Through the big glass windows, I could see the turquoise vinyl booths where I used to sit for hours with Brooke, Aaron, and Addy, making a single milkshake last all evening because it was the best way to avoid going home and I was too poor to buy another.

      The lady behind the register hadn’t changed either. Viola blinked a couple of times, then ran around the counter and crushed me in a hug.

      “Luca Mendez! Nobody told me you were in town.”

      “Only got back yesterday.”

      “Well, it was about time you came back to take care of that father of yours. Family’s important. And is that young Brooke in the car with you?”

      I ignored the first comment. “Yes.”

      “Aw, I always said you’d make a lovely couple.”

      “I’m only driving her to Coos Bay as a favour. Her dog’s sick.”

      Viola’s face fell. “That’s a disappointment, and the dog too, but I’m sure you’ll see sense. Girls like that don’t come along every day. What can I get for ya?”

      I’d almost forgotten how persistent Viola could be. Sweet, but persistent. Even if she had the wrong end of the stick, she’d use that stick to push you around to her way of thinking. But since I didn’t plan on staying in town for long, the smartest thing to do was nod, smile, and order our food.

      “Three cheeseburgers and fries, plus two chocolate milkshakes and a bottle of water.”

      Viola winked at me. “I’ll slip some cookies in too. Good to see you again, Luca.”
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      Back in the car, Brooke’s earlier chill soon evaporated.

      “Three cheeseburgers? Didn’t they feed you on your top-secret mission?”

      “One of them’s for Vega, and it wasn’t top secret. I was running security at a new Eritrean gold mine.”

      And then the mine’s owner had fallen out with the government, the project got put on hold, and all the foreign employees were kicked out of the country with twelve hours’ notice. I’d barely had time to pack my bags before I got escorted to the airport. Hence ending up on a mattress in Aaron’s half-built home. I hadn’t had time to make an alternative plan, and then I’d promised to lend a hand with the construction work…

      “Vega’s not meant to eat cheeseburgers. The lady at the shelter said to feed him on kibble.”

      “Do you have any kibble with you?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “Look at those eyes. You want a cheeseburger, don’t you, boy?”

      “Luca…”

      “How can you say no to that face?”

      Brooke folded her arms. “Fine. He can have a small piece of cheeseburger.”

      “How about fries?”

      She just glared at me, and my testicles shrivelled.

      “It’s a no on the fries?”

      At least the dog liked me.

      And so did the orthopaedic veterinarian, it turned out. Carly was a pretty redhead in her mid-thirties who’d moved to Coos Bay after her divorce. And the more she smiled at me, the more Brooke scowled.

      Interesting.

      And also awkward.

      “It should be straightforward to fix,” she told Brooke. “It’s good that you brought Vega in so quickly. He can stay overnight, and I’ll operate in the morning.”

      “And you’ve done operations like this before?”

      “Many, many times. Cranial cruciate ligament injuries are one of the most common orthopaedic problems we see in dogs.”

      “How long will it take him to recover?”

      “Five to six months, and it’s imperative that his movement be restricted at first in order for the repair to heal. He’ll need to be confined to one room, or crated if you leave him unattended. Can you remove the furniture in case he gets tempted to jump?”

      “Uh, not really. My apartment’s really tiny. He’ll have to stay in the living room, but I only have a couch.”

      “You could put cardboard boxes on the seats to discourage him.”

      “I will, I’ll do that.” Brooke nodded. “How long until he can climb stairs again?”

      “As long as everything’s healing as it should, around four months.”

      Brooke chewed her lip, and I’d seen that look in the past, right before she ran out of my bedroom crying. Hell, I’d never forget those tears.

      “I’ll come over and carry him into your apartment whenever you need me to,” I told her.

      “For how long? Aren’t you leaving town again?”

      “You two don’t live together?” Carly asked. “I just assumed…”

      “Luca’s a friend of my brother’s,” Brooke told her. “We barely even know each other.”

      Ouch. That hurt. That really fucking hurt.

      “Okay, I understand. If you keep Vega confined and perform mobility exercises every day—I’ll give you notes on those—that can help to speed up the recovery. Do you have access to a swimming pool? Hydrotherapy can be beneficial.”

      Brooke shook her head “no,” and she looked so miserable that I wanted to grab a spade and dig a damn pool myself.

      “Where can I get a crate?” she asked softly.

      “The pet store might have one, or you could try Isaac back in Baldwin’s Shore. He keeps one or two to lend to patients. I’d offer myself, but all of mine are being used right now. And I understand from Isaac that you’d like to work out a payment plan?”

      “Is that possible?”

      “I’ll accept half up front, a quarter at the end of next month, and a quarter the month after?”

      I’d have paid the whole amount right then, but Brooke was both proud and stubborn and I knew she’d turn the money down. I also knew that I’d be calling the office to pay the outstanding balance before the next installment was due. As she’d said, I didn’t plan on sticking around, and if I wasn’t there, she couldn’t argue with me, could she? On the way to the truck, I wadded up the phone number Carly had slipped into my hand and dropped it into a trash can. Maybe in a different time, in a different city, I’d have been tempted, but not here… Not with the sweet scent of Brooke’s vanilla shampoo still lingering in the air.

      The trip back was quieter without Vega panting in the back seat. Brooke spoke to Isaac, and he promised to have a crate available for her tomorrow morning. I offered to borrow the truck again to pick it up, and she shrugged, which I took to mean “yes.”

      The sky was darkening by the time we got back, but my suggestion that we stop at Mary’s Coffee House—a family enterprise that morphed into Papa’s Pizza in the evenings—on the way was met with a frown.

      “I just want to go home.”

      “You need me to move your couch? Make space for that crate?”

      “I can do it.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a moment, but do you want a hand?”

      “No.”

      Great. We’d graduated to one-word answers. Were we destined to dance awkwardly around each other for the rest of our lives?

      “So I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Call me when you’re ready to go?”

      “I don’t even have your number.”

      “Give me your phone.”

      “Just give me the number. I can type it in.”

      Out of stubbornness? Or because there were things on her phone she didn’t want me to see? I hoped for the former. Stubbornness, I could handle, but we’d trusted each other once, and the thought of that trust being gone for good left me with an ache worse than a bullet wound—I knew that from experience.

      Still, I recited the number and then waited as Brooke climbed the steps to her shoebox of an apartment. The home Aaron planned to build for her was ten times the size, and I’d do my part for as long as I was in town. Muscle in exchange for a roof over my head—that seemed like a fair deal to me.

      Brooke paused at the top of the stairs that went up the side of the garage, then bent to pick something up. What was it? A package? No, more like a vase of flowers. The headlights lit up the white blooms. Fuck. Who was sending her flowers? The overly attentive vet? A secret admirer? Or a boyfriend I wasn’t aware of? All three options sucked, and worse, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.
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